Introduction
Dhaka in Bangaladesh was recently the site in April, 2013 of the collapse of the Rana Plaza factory producing cheap clothing for the West; at least 1,129 people were killed. But Dhaka was another place in the eighteenth and even the nineteenth centuries. Robert Orme, the eighteenth-century orientalist wrote in the early 1750s of Dhaka, where all the cloths for the use of the king and his seraglio were made in 'such wonderful fineness as to exceed ten times the price of any linens permitted to be made for Europeans, or anyone else in the kingdom'. In the 1760s the Dutch traveller Stavorinus wrote that 'Bengal muslins were made so fine that a piece of twenty yards in length or even longer could be put into a common pocket "tobacco box" (i.e. snuff box)'. Taylor, and based on a Report he wrote over fifty years before when he was the Commercial Resident of Dhaka. At that time he drew up a report of nearly 300 pages which he presented to the Board of Trade in Calcutta in 1800.
ii The book was presented to the Royal Society of Arts as a response to its call for treatises on objects shown at the Great Exhibition.
iii The reviewer wrote:
'The beautiful and delicate muslins from Dacca which have formed so prominent a feature in the Indian Department at the Exhibition have again directed attention in some measure, towards that peculiar district and branch of industry in Bengal to which we are indebted for productions so exquisite and so costly. It is admitted on all hands, that the finest of the Dacca muslins exceed anything which can be produced by the looms of Europe: and when the Manchester manufacturer described them "as the merest shadows of a commodity," he pronounced, in fact, the highest eulogium which they could receive, and indicated in a few words the deficiencies of the English when compared with the Indian manufacture of muslins.' iv This phrase, 'the merest shadow of a commodity' raises questions over shadows and commodities, over luxuries and consumer goods, and over fine craftsmanship and manufacture which were central to intellectual debate, political economy and economic policy during the Eighteenth Century, and are still central to the way we think about luxuries in the globalized world of the Twenty-First Century. Early modern Europeans were fascinated by the materials and craftsmanship of manufactured goods imported from Asia.
Both made them objects of wonder, but also of sensuality. These Eastern imported goods acquired a special status of highly-desirable luxury goods for Europeans. Their conditions of manufacture and trade also made them, however, into 'new luxuries' for rising urban, wealthy and even middling groups. Europeans sought to observe, analyse and codify the materials and craftsmanship of Indian muslins and printed and printed calicoes, and of
Chinese porcelain, enhancing their luxury status. This provided an important framework for John Taylor's original late eighteenth-century Report, and its legacy in his book for the Great Exhibition some fifty years later.
Luxury Goods and Eastern Imports
My own work in recent years has focussed on the impact of imported luxury goods Hong merchants, using pattern books, textile swatches, musters and models to transmit to the manufacturing communities on the ground. They imported large quantities, judging quantities and markets on information gathered at the quarterly East India Company auction sales.
Between 1500 and 1795 11,000 European ships set out for the Cape route to Asia -8,000 returned -some were wrecked, but many of these 3,000 stayed for the intra-Asian trade. Tea, textiles, porcelain, lacquerware , furnishings, drugs and dyestuffs made for a systematic global trade carried in quantities which by the later eighteenth century came to 50,000 tons a year. This made for just over one pound of Asian goods per person for a European population of roughly 100 million. But there was an even more rapid growth in this trade from the 1790s to the early years after 1815, when that tonnage reached 100,000 tons a year, doubling historic rates; this increase was largely due to private traders now accessing previously monopoly-dominated Indian Ocean waters.
viii
If we look to textiles and porcelain alone, we see the prodigious amounts of these goods reaching Europe from the Seventeenth Century. We need also, however, to put the Highly specialized textile villages were fed and housed with goods from great distances.
The raw cotton woven by Bengal weavers was transported from Gujarat.
Bengal Muslins and European Demand in the Late Eighteenth Century
Let us now turn to those Bengal weavers and the European East India Companies seeking to access fine muslins in the 1790s, the time when John Taylor was writing his
Report. India's comparative advantage lay in the high quality of its artisan manufactures.
The low costs of India's labour and its openness to penetration by foreign trade attracted Europe's East India Companies to develop controls over a transnational production and exchange of cotton textiles. xiii As David Washbrook has analysed, specific regions developed multiple specialisms of skills and products through the caste system and the division of labour. Extreme specialization became the hall mark of 'caste-inflected 'difference"', for niche markets and fine specialization of production. Dhaka's textiles were produced in rural domestic industry settings in contrast with the textile manufactures of western and northern India where much of the manufacturing was urban or set in villages close to major cities. The weavers of Bengal were mainly peasant farmers, and as Robert Orme, the eighteenth-century orientalist, observed 'in Bengal it is difficult to find a village in which every man, woman and child is not employed in making a piece of cloth'. xxi Every district produced a distinct product, and the industry was very decentralized, relying on an extensive river transport system. The area produced luxury textiles, but also coarse and medium qualities; the finest muslins and calicoes were highly localized. xxii Localized centres of production, or aurangs specialized in many different varieties of weaving; spinning and washing were also specialized. There was intense caste and occupational differentiation in Bengal textiles; every stage of production became a separate manufacturing activity.
Until the last half of the Eighteenth Century production was organized under the dadni system where merchants or other intermediaries gave the weavers a cash advance, but the weavers bought their own yarn. The system promoted control of merchant capital over the producer, but not over the process of production itself. If we turn to Dhaka in the 1790s, there had been a decline in the quantities and qualities of cloth produced, but even so, forty-seven different assortments were produced at all the aurangs. Greater demands were made on quality control. The weavers were regularly inspected, pieces were then appraised and selected at the aurang, and at the xxix Scavenius noticed that the price of piece goods had risen 12 to 15 per cent since the 1770s, accounting for this mainly by European demand. The problem the Europeans faced, he continued, was acquiring goods of sufficient quality at low enough prices. He gave a moving account of oppressed working conditions: 'advances are paid, but only in small sums for fear they will spend the money on food and deliver no cloths or run away to some other place…a peon is often sent who stands over the poor creature and supervises the work; when it is eventually finished and delivered, the piece is at most of a very mediocre quality and of uneven yarns'. But yet the quality of those fabrics is not enough in itself to explain a confluence between a crisis in the luxury trade and rising challenge of a new and still small, but highly competitive new industry in Britain. We need to give close attention to the limitations during these crucial decades of the 1780s to the 1820s of a luxury trade based in a production system in India that David Washbrook has termed 'alternative economics.'
In this economics artisan expertise developed both in response to specialised markets and to an elaborate division of labour through the caste system. There was heavy investment in specialist skills and human capital. Specialist techniques were guarded by caste exclusivity. European trade and settlement brought wider markets penetrated by money.
The facility to produce quality goods in great variety had made India an ideal producer for Europe's emerging fashion markets. Indian producers innovated and produced the designs and unique forms of quality that European consumers craved. But growing wealth and markets also contributed to more specialisation, more refinements of skill and with it more status distinctions. 
